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James We n t wo rt h

Hands on the Landmarks,
Pa rt I

The University of Oregon has a
unique opportunity in the re a l m
of historic pre s e rvation. The
University is steward for several

historic buildings, two of which are National
Historic Landmarks (NHLs). It also has a com-
p rehensive graduate program in historic pre s e r-
vation in the School of Arc h i t e c t u re and Allied
A rts. Over the years the We s t e rn Oregon cli-
mate has taken its toll on the elaborate wooden
components on the exteriors of these buildings.
Despite occasional good faith eff o rts to main-

tain them, they have gradually deteriorated to a
critical point. During the 1950s and 1960s,
much deteriorated material was simply
removed as part of eff o rts to “neaten up” the
buildings. Now as public and administrative
sentiment has warmed toward historic stru c-
t u res, more thought and eff o rt are being put
into caring for the built cultural re s o u rces on
the campus and unusual methods are being
p u r s u e d .

Funding has always been frugal within
O re g o n ’s State System of Higher Education
(OSSHE), and until quite recently many pro-
grams, such as maintenance, suff e red in order to
benefit the academic programs. Not an uncom-
mon problem, deferred maintenance at the
University has begun to take its toll. Many
buildings, including some of the newer ones,
w e re experiencing failures in exterior envelope
and other critical building systems. OSSHE
finally realized that it needed to care for its cap-
ital re s o u rces or risk a true crisis. Capital re p a i r
priorities were established and the most impor-
tant needs addressed first. Deady and Vi l l a rd
halls, both NHLs, were high on the list. As much
historic fabric was lost due to deterioration and
some from intervention, complete re s t o r a t i o n s
w e re agreed upon.

Long the advocates for attention on the
these buildings, members of the faculty of the
Historic Pre s e rvation Program were eager to see
restoration eff o rts begin on Deady and Vi l l a rd. A
workshop was off e red whereby students would
work on the design and produce working draw-
ings for the restoration of the east porch of
Vi l l a rd Hall. The class was off e red in 1987 and
was successful. Students produced a usable set
of documents and benefited from working on an
actual project. 

Faculty then went one step further and
planned to involve students in the actual work
of the restoration. As the Physical Plant was
now interested in having the work done and had
the funding, it was agreed upon that a class
would be off e red, led by a professional pre s e rv a-
tion carpenter, Gregg Olson, under the dire c t i o n
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Southeast tower of
Villard Hall before
restoration. Photo
by George
Bleekman III.

ing, the northeast tower. This involved a lot
m o re work of several types so the scope of
involvement changed accord i n g l y. Physical
Plant craftsmen were added to the team, both to
lead in executing the work and to learn fro m
Olson. The intent was to expand their skills and
knowledge relating to historic pre s e rvation and
enable them eventually to carry on the work
unassisted. Students and tradesmen worked
and learned side by side. In 1991 the nort h w e s t
tower and north facade were re s t o red, again led
by Olson and involving both students and
Physical Plant craftsmen including Steve
P a r k e r, Tom Johnson, and Bill Mirabella.

In 1993, focus shifted from Vi l l a rd over to
Deady Hall, which was the first building of the
U n i v e r s i t y. Restoration eff o rts began on the
b u i l d i n g ’s east tower, and this time coord i n a t i o n
and construction were executed entirely by the
Physical Plant. In spring 1994 students again
assisted in the construction as the west tower
p roject was begun. The class was led by mem-
bers of the Physical Plant under my dire c t i o n .
An arc h i t e c t u re graduate of the University, I
l e a rned from Olson during work on Vi l l a rd ’s
n o rthwest tower. Outside help was sought, and
two pre s e rvation carpenters, Jonathan Smith
and George Bleekman III, and a sheet metal
worker with considerable restoration experi-
ence, Art Corliss, were hired. Smith and
Bleekman were also finishing up graduate
d e g rees in historic pre s e rvation from the
University so their employment had the obvious
advantage of further expanding ties to the
Historic Pre s e rvation Program as well as
together bringing about 25 years of experience
with restoration to the team.

Once the Deady towers were finished in
late 1994, work shifted back over to Vi l l a rd .
Another class during spring 1995 again
involved several students in the work. This time
the class was led by both Bleekman and me and
included a model apprenticeship framework.
Plans are underway for expanding the scope of
f u t u re classes to include more study into and
practice with historic woodworking and sheet
metal techniques, taking advantage of a consid-
erable collection of antique tools owned person-
ally by members of the team. This is an exciting
p rospect that goes far beyond merely executing
the work and maximizes the opport u n i t i e s
i n h e rent in such a unique partnership between
academia and facilities maintenance.
_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
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of the HP faculty, with materials provided by the
Plant. This unusual relationship proved success-
ful as the students participated in the actual
woodworking while assisting Olson. Two years
l a t e r, in 1989, the collaborative approach was
tried again on a much larger piece of the build-

Another example of a part n e r s h i p
between the Historic Pre s e rvation Pro g r a m
and local organizations focused on historic
paint analysis on the University of Ore g o n
campus. In 1990 the University off e red a
class, led by historic pre s e rvationist Jill
MacDonald, and the Physical Plant allowed
them to use the Collier House, a former pre s i-
d e n t ’s residence, as a study vehicle. The exten-
sive restoration re p o rt produced by the class
revealed a significant polychrome color
scheme was originally used. When re s t o r a t i o n
work was later executed, the re p o rt was imple-
mented and the building repainted accord i n g
to the original scheme. The success of this pro-
ject led the Plant to pursue further paint analy-
ses in conjunction with the Historic
P re s e rvation Program. In 1994 another paint
analysis class was off e red, this time funded by
the Physical Plant, and resulted in eleven
buildings being studied. These historic paint
re p o rts will be used by the Plant in the future
as these buildings are repainted according to
their original or most significant paint
s c h e m e s .


